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What are cumulative and secondary impacts?

Federal guidance defines cumulative impacts as: “the impact on the environment which results
from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person
undertakes such other actions” (40 CFR 1508.7). Cumulative impacts are considered direct
effects, which are “caused by the action and occur at the same time and place” (40 CFR
1508.8). In more basic terms, cumulative impacts occur where several actions in an area
combine to create an impact greater than any one individual activity. Individual cars when
added together in one general location leading to a traffic jam is an example. Cumulative
impacts result from spatial (geographic) and temporal (time) crowding of environmental impacts.
The effects of human activities would accumulate when a second impact occurs at a site or in a
region before the environmental system can fully rebound from the effect of the first impact.

Secondary impacts (sometimes referred to as indirect impacts) are “caused by the action and
are later in time or farther removed in distance, but are still reasonably foreseeable. Secondary
impacts may include growth inducing effects and other effects related to induced changes in the
pattern of land use, population density or growth rate, and related effects on air and water and
other natural systems, including ecosystems” (40 CFR 1508.8). A simple example is building a
new highway interchange at a cross-street can attract the building of a gas station.

The draft technical report follows two principles outlined by the Council of Environmental Quality
guidance (1997) in considering secondary and cumulative analyses: (1) focus only on the
effects and resources within the context of the proposed action; and (2) present a concise list of
issues that have relevance to the anticipated effects of the proposed action or eventual
decision.

Why study cumulative and secondary impacts in the Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS)?

The Phoenix metropolitan area is growing rapidly and has been since the 1950s. The valley
has gone from a small agricultural town to a major metropolitan area over the last 100 years.
This rapid growth is expected to continue well into the future. In addition, this growth results in
cumulative effects on natural resources in the area, communities, residents, infrastructure and
economic conditions. Evaluating cumulative impacts from the proposed action and other
activities on various resources provides an understanding of the overall condition of each
resource and the proposed action’s contribution to effects on the resource. The proposed
action may also result in impacts which occur elsewhere or later in time, therefore secondary
impacts are evaluated to identify if such effects are occurring.
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